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A Commentary on Culture, Sustainability and
Market Transformations
Introduction
In this retrospective commentary, I reflect on two of MGDR’s most
downloaded articles to examine how the ideas presented in each
position research for the seventh year of the MGDR journal. The articles
selected are Fırat’s (2016) commentary on “The dynamics of the local
and the global: implications for marketing and development” and
Gonen’s (2019) review of Brown’s book in “Tim Brown, change by
design: how design thinking transforms organizations and inspires
innovation (2009)”. These two articles are, at least in my reading of
them, complementary in that both address the significance of attending
to culture in markets, alluding to the importance for humanity in finding
new ways to tackle modern challenges of sustainability by connecting
global and local contexts. But whilst the articles have been popular
downloads (respectively, 4,868 and 25,674 at the time of writing), review
suggests they have not been widely integrated into scientific [marketing]
discourse with, according to Google Scholar, 7 and 12 citations apiece.
So, what of the qualitative evaluation of the points raised in these
articles? The next section briefly summarizes the articles before I
comment on their synergies, impacts and implications for future.

Fırat: Developing Local and Global Markets
Addressing such issues as sustainability, which is one of the insoluble
wicked problems also considered in Gonen’s review, Fırat’s commentary
addresses how centering culture may be the solution to the grand
challenge of market transformation. Fırat argues the need for a different
approach to aligning local and global contexts, stating the current
hegemony of economic-based ecologies raises tensions and ‘others’
diversity in the process of transformation. Ultimately, the result is the loss
of rich knowledge-based experiences which are embedded with implicit
and tactic (i.e., local) cultural understanding. Fırat highlights the
importance of retaining cultural identity by avoiding contemporary
commoditized (i.e., global) and abstract representations which are
assimilated into marketable ‘value in exchange’ propositions. He states
that as long as economic growth remains the only criterion definition of
development, there will always be dissatisfaction and perceptions of
inequality and poverty among communities. Furthermore, the economic
lens, which results in more yet efficient and effective products through
incremental innovation, is simply inadequate in dealing with modern life.
There is a need, therefore, for a different market view that enhances the

Published by DigitalCommons@URI, 2022

1

Markets, Globalization & Development Review, Vol. 7 [2022], No. 2, Art. 4

complexity of knowledge-experience networks through which our human
lives are informed.

Gonen: Transformation through Design Thinking
Gonen’s review of Brown’s book highlights the value of design thinking
as a potential organization-wide cultural lens through which radical
innovations may be realized. Design thinking, in the sense in which it is
presented, is not so much about a designed artefact being the result of
some production process but a boundary-spanning creative
methodology, drawing on the strengths of multidisciplinary teams to
reflect macro-level challenges into micro-level solutions (through mezolevel institutions). In such a way, Gonen aligns Brown’s (2009) review
of IDEO’s methodology of Inspiration, Ideation, Implementation to
Sinek’s (2009) Golden Circle proposition (Why/motivation, How/process,
What/product), notably arguing that once the ‘why’ of something
(‘inspiration’) is no longer relevant to a human-centric market then the
‘what’ (‘implementation’) becomes superfluous. Of course, the context
in which this is discussed and in which design thinking is often evaluated
relates to those insoluble ‘wicked’ problems of modernity: market
transformation which, by its very nature, is continually evolving and
simultaneously bound to time, space and matter (people, ecologies of
institutions, etc.).

Synthesis and Synergies
Whilst Fırat’s article pre-dates Gonen’s by some three years and each
approach their subject in different ways, the time periods and cultural
contexts they reflect upon are similar. Both take a human-centric
perspective in their analysis of culture of markets and both highlight the
need for a more creative relationship between macro level problems and
micro level solutions. Each call for a greater recognition of cultural
interdependencies between local and global in the future development
of markets and each highlight the abstract way in which markets have
evolved, devoid of cultural complexity. Importantly, each draw attention
to matters of sustainability, specifically the why and how, rather than the
what.
Of course, these articles also demonstrate divergent thinking.
Fırat’s stance is the preservation of evolving cultural identity through
market transformation. His observation that the local can only ever be
considered in relation to the global is an interesting yet theoretical point
since an interconnected global market cannot exist in the world’s current
systems and processes. There are differences in language, monetary
and political systems across a multiplicity of physical and virtual
boundaries. The global market Fırat refers to is therefore metaphorical
albeit that rapidly developing technological advancements (satellite
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imaging, computer power and processing capacities, artificial
intelligence, etc.) are now close to being capable of synthesizing richly
detailed and multi-layered datasets to achieve Earth scale assimilations.
These include planetary topography, weather systems, where and how
we live in large and small communities, agriculture and infrastructures
overlaid with health, transport, waste management and economic data
from the growing number of smart city systems.
This intimates that the extent of distortion from the purely
economic lens that Fırat suggests currently pervades our view of the
interdependencies between local and global may finally be revealed at
a holistic level. How the revealed global problems are addressed at
market and institutional levels, however, clearly remains a significant
challenge. Thus, Gonen’s stance on the potential for design thinking at
an institutional level is an interesting proposition for connecting global
and local market problems. Gonen’s review stresses that an acceptance
of competing (e.g., resource) constraints is key to achieving better
solutions that integrate different perspectives on specific challenges
through co-creation. Gonen takes pains, however, to state that
technological advancements have hitherto focused on near-term viability
of solutions by avoiding uncertainty in complex systems. Both Fırat and
Gonen conclude with a call for new ways of thinking about problems
beyond the marketing discipline.
Such stances are consistent with a transdisciplinary approach
advocated by Brown through his advocacy of ‘T-shaped’ people, i.e.,
people with specialism in one field but the ability to work collaboratively
across teams with other disciplines. Transdisciplinarity, a term coined
by Piaget (circa 1969), is “at once between the disciplines across the
different disciplines, and beyond all disciplines” (Nicolescu, 2002, p.44)
– its aim is to understand the world with a focus on production, use and
implementation (Klein et al. 2001) to achieve some goal. Early
developments in the approach are associated with Jantsch and Kuhn
but it is from 2000 that it has come into prominence as a rich approach
to investigations of complex real-world problems such as culture,
education, population growth, science, sustainability, and economics
(Klein et al. 2021). Transdisciplinarity is not a goal in itself (Klein et al.
2001) but is a means through which outcomes may be improved and
enhanced beyond that which may be achievable through application of
purely disciplinary methods (Gibbons et al. 1994). Stokols et al. (2008)
has highlighted that it has often proven difficult to maintain momentum
for transdisciplinary approaches beyond initial investment because of
institutional barriers. It is also widely recognised that there is a need to
release “talent bound by towers of tradition into a sea of creativity”
(Stokols et al. 2008 p. S248) in order to foster creativity and innovation
to utilise global resources that may address local problems. It is perhaps
therefore not surprising that whilst Fırat and Gonen’s articles are popular
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with readers, few have managed to integrate them into research
publications.

Influences and Impacts
Fırat’s article is foundational for MGDR and has been reflected at both
macro and micro market focused articles primarily published within the
journal. What is interesting is the interplay between global and local
market developments that are evidenced in the citing articles. For
example, Shultz (2016) pondered how marketing can become more
sustainable at a holistic level by including a breadth of market
stakeholders in ‘constructive engagement’ to reduce the effects of
localized social traps that often lead to global violent conflicts between
communities. In the context of artificial intelligence embedded in
products and services, Murray (2020) argued that moral positions
between global and local market priorities should be integrated and
transparent to consumers.
In 2017, a special issue of MGDR (edited by Dholakia and Atik)
focused on the global market chess board of ‘mega transformations’ that
emerged with shifts towards more local positioning of key politicoeconomic systems of the US and UK (related respectively to Trump and
BREXIT). Fırat (2017) extended his thinking in a second article, focusing
on factors that influence contemporary globalization. He stated the new
dominance of speculative capital growth and entrepreneurism across
market institutions is because of a focus on iconographic local culture
rather than collective social good, facilitated by emergent information
communications technologies that have broken boundaries between
global and local contexts. The net result has been to empower a few
rather than enrich the many. Conversely, however, Watson (2017)
suggests that balancing commitment to local social and global economic
factors can be indicators of communal wellbeing and Godefroit-Winkel
(2018) offers ideas on how global attitudes towards women can be
reflected back into local markets to enhance their development and
improve social inclusion.
By 2020, the Covid pandemic brought over-consumption into
sharp focus. Cambefort (2020) discussed how demand for local markets
increased whilst unsustainable global markets imploded as institutional
systems failed due to lockdowns in country after country. Mizukoshi and
Hidaka (2020) then highlighted how local recovery was being achieved
through a growth of altruistic consumption behavior whilst GodefroitWinkel et al. (2020) discussed the role city identity in rebuilding
connections between local communities and global stakeholders. In
effect, these bring us back to Fırat’s (2016) observation of how local
identity may be distilled to become a marketable proposition.
The popularity of Gonen’s article is due to its accessible precis of
Brown’s (2009) influential management text (cited some 6,627 times on
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Google Scholar). Gonen’s review was included in a special issue of
MGDR focused on the state of design thinking in 2019 (edited by Ozcan
and Takayama). Design thinking had become a popular management
tool and term by the mid 2000s; Fırat and Dholakia (2017) have
proposed the related idea of moving from “consumer to construer” in the
context of consumer culture. The special issue of MGDR in which
Gonen’s article appeared was an opportunity to reflect on its
achievements in action. Whilst most articles in the issue placed
emphasis on design, Mikami (2019) observed the importance of
connecting process, human resources and place to achieve cooperation
among diverse teams attempting to develop complex solutions.
Subsequent references to Gonen’s review have, however, placed little
emphasis on the boundary spanning role of design thinking as a
methodology for developing solutions to wicked problems. Some have
instead focused on user experience (UX) design as a reductionist
approach (e.g., Roque et al. 2022) to product or service development,
particularly in technologically advanced institutional environments (e.g.,
Harrington & Churchill, 2022; Janoskova et al, 2021) while others have
focused on its potential as a pedagogic method (e.g., PalomaDominguez 2021; Selvalaksmi et al. 2021). In the meantime, IDEO
consultancy now emphasizes sustainability through its design thinking
methodology for supporting product development at institutional levels,
reflecting global to local contexts.

Future Contexts
Standing back from the two articles gives us an opportunity to sense how
transformation is taking place. The trajectory of Fırat’s original thinking
on market development in subsequent citations shows how global and
local markets have been interconnected and how global dominating
influences force markets to continually evolve, break apart and
reconstitute. Interestingly, as highlighted in the previous section, in the
past few years this has not been solely the result of the economic factors
Fırat highlighted but political, social, ecological, and technological forces
(changes in hegemonic government policies, the global pandemic,
computational
processing,
and
information
communications
technologies, etc.). Furthermore, increasingly, concern for local and
global environmental preservation is giving rise to another institutional
imperative: The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), where a central premise is also to protect human diversity,
facilitate equality and inclusion.
Whilst to some it may appear that dominant economic-based
global markets have prevailed, there is a clear shift in demand which
questions the ‘why’, challenges the ‘how’ and the specifics of ‘what’
(products and services) (Gonen 2019; Sinek 2009). The 17 SDGs (See
Figure 1) are a global agenda and comprise the world’s most wicked
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challenges yet each contain institutional level targets that connect to
local market contexts. As yet, there may be few radical innovations that
address the true nature of the SDGs but one aspect is very clear in their
implicit statement: a genuinely transdisciplinary approach is needed to
develop solutions. Design thinking as highlighted in Gonen’s article
clearly has an important role to play in future, well beyond the user
experience design concepts that it has hitherto been applied to. A
boundary-spanning methodology is the only way that global challenges
can be addressed for the benefit of local and global markets.
Figure 1: UN’s 17 SDGs

source: https://sdgs.un.org/goals
Nicolescu (2002) identified three ‘pillars’ of transdisciplinarity:
reality, complexity and the notion of an ‘included middle’, which has been
argued as the premise for resolving contradictory dualities that may exist
in the mixing of approaches from different disciplines and that emanate
from the different ontologies or lenses associated with each discipline.
In effect, transdisciplinarity is a bricolage approach (Kincheloe and
McLaren 2005) used by teams of people where its role is [disciplinary]
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boundary spanning (Klein et al. 2001; Horlick-Jones and Sime 2004),
thereby reducing barriers to knowledge generation (Dolling and Hark
2000; Stokols et al. 2008). The interpersonal and collaborative
challenges resulting from the application of multiple perspectives has
generated much debate and has now emerged as a ‘science of team
science’ (Stokols et al. 2008). This has resulted in the development of
various conceptualizations for team working, drawing on fields such as
sociology, ecology, physics and applied mathematics, including the
‘social-ecologic’ model (Stokols et al. 2005), systems thinking and
complexity theory (Shen, 2008), network analysis (Nash 2008), socialdeterminant paradigm (Morgan et al, 2003) and heterarchy (Kessel &
Rosenfield, 2008). Stokols et al. (2008) identified, however, that despite
the success of some projects, it has often proven difficult to maintain
momentum for transdisciplinary approaches beyond initial investment
because of institutional barriers. This is perhaps where marketing has a
role to play by becoming and sustaining the glue between past, present
and future cultures.
In conclusion, accounting for the paucity of citations of the two
MDGR articles can be distilled down to the challenge of how to address
such wicked problems highlighted within a transdisciplinary framework.
Evidently marketers alone cannot address the issues, even recognizing
the vast diversity of theoretical and practical interests it embodies for
global and local market development, and an approach beyond the
disciplines as suggested in Gonen’s review is not only a ‘no-brainer’ but
surely has to be a priority for the next seven years of MDGR.
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